Some young people who have been homeless during their secondary schooling manage to obtain a university place. These young people, and others who become homeless during their university courses, have the opportunity to build a sustainable exit from homelessness through education and support. Very little is known about how many young Australians are in this situation, or what can be done to assist them to complete their degrees. This article reports on research that aimed to document the experiences of 11 university students who had experienced homelessness. The research focussed on the difficulties that these young people faced, and the types of environments and service responses that can make a difference for them. The students were part of a larger study of a foyer-type service. The research found that these young people took longer than the standard duration to complete their degrees. Their study was facilitated by provision of stable, safe accommodation and support when they were acutely homeless, relief from other pressures such as family conflict, protection while maturing, time for overseas born including refugee young people to develop language, skills, and resources, support to heal from past damaging experiences and improve their health, assistance to gain entry to preferred university courses, and pathways into stable housing for the duration of their study.
Introduction
Some young people who become homeless during secondary school succeed in obtaining a university place. In addition, some young people become homeless during their university courses. For both of these groups, education provides a potential pathway out of homelessness. These homeless university students are far from the stereotype of street homelessness. They may occasionally sleep rough, but are more likely to be couch surfing, living in overcrowded accommodation, sleeping in cars, or living in accommodation provided by a homelessness service.
Little information exists about the extent of homelessness among university students, or their experiences undertaking university study in such challenging circumstances. Clearly support services have an important role to play in assisting these young people. This article reports on the experiences of 11 young people whose stories were collected as part of a study of the Melbourne Citymission's Step Ahead youth foyer-type service in Melbourne, Australia. The larger study investigated what their time in
Step Ahead meant to 29 young people, and the extent to which they were protected against future homelessness, some time after they left the service (Authors, 2011) . The research reported in this article aimed to document the experiences of university students who had experienced homelessness. It focussed on the difficulties that these young people faced, and the types of environments and service responses that can make a difference for them.
Context and previous research Homelessness
In Australia, homelessness policy, research and service provision are guided by what has become known as the 'cultural definition' of homelessness. According to this definition, homelessness is understood in relation to community standards and expectations regarding accommodation and living standards. The cultural definition of homelessness refers to primary homelessness (those without conventional accommodation), secondary homelessness (those who regularly move from one form of shelter to another) and tertiary homelessness (those who live in boarding houses on a medium or long term basis) (Chamberlain & Mackenzie 2008) .
There are an estimated 40,000 young Australians affected by homelessness each year (Chamberlain & MacKenzie, 2009 ). Employment, education, and training are recognised as playing an important role in young people's pathways out of homelessness (Author, Gronda & Coventry, 2009; Mission Australia, 2011) . In spite of this critical intersection between homelessness and education, we found no published research on university students affected by homelessness before or during their studies. Reasons for this lack of direct attention may be quite complex, and are beyond the scope of this article. This review focuses on recent developments in homelessness research, 'youth foyer' model research, and some related research on student poverty.
Past research into homelessness has established that disrupted education, poor employment prospects and homelessness are inextricably linked (Author, Batterham & Cornell, 2008; Author, Wilson & Coventry, 2006; MacKenzie & Chamberlain, 2008; Mallett et al. 2004; Wingert, Higgit & Ristock, 2005) . Internationally, research into homelessness has moved from a focus on factors such as violence, mental illness and addictions associated with homelessness towards looking more at the experiences of people affected by homelessness, as researchers attempt to develop understandings that can assist with prevention, early intervention, service response and service design. In the early 1990s, ground-breaking research into youth homelessness started to explore homeless 'careers', identifying key transitions, for example the permanent break with home and the transition from temporary homelessness to chronic homelessness (Chamberlain & MacKenzie, 1994) .
Recent homelessness research and practice has shifted from the idea of a 'homeless career' to focus on pathways into and out of homelessness (Clapham, 2003) . Pathways research is distinctive, bringing together structure and agency, and asking how people get into and sometimes out of difficult situations over time (Anderson & Tulloch, 2000; Clapham, 2002 Clapham, , 2003 Fitzpatrick,1999; Johnson, Gronda & Coutts 2008; Mallett, Rosenthal, Keys et al., 2010 , May 2000 Morris, Judd & Kavanagh, 2005; Robinson, 2003) .
In Australia, policy and practice interest has turned in recent years to the 'youth foyer' model of assisting homeless young people to engage with employment, education, and training, and to build sustainable pathways out of homelessness. This model offers integrated accommodation and support for up to three years, with a further period of follow-up aftercare, commonly six months.
Foyers in the United Kingdom (UK) were introduced in the early 1990s and modelled on the French system. According to Randolph and Wood (2005) foyers in the UK are typically focused on the needs of 16-25 year-olds who are homeless. They are based on a holistic approach, integrating accommodation, training and job search assistance with services to meet other needs, and based on an individual formal agreement, contract or action plan specifying conditions of continued residence (Lovatt, Whitehead & Levy-Vroelant 2006) .
Student socio-economic status
There is some evidence that young people affected by homelessness attend university (Author et al., 2011) . However, data about how many Australian university students are affected by homelessness has not been collected to date. The most relevant large study was a survey of Australia's 97 universities, with 18,773 responses (AVCC, 2006) . It revealed widespread experiences of financial hardship throughout the tertiary student population. with one in eight students indicating that they regularly went without food or other necessities because they could not afford them (AVCC, 2006) . Judith Bessant's (2003) research into student poverty reported students living in overcrowded and unaffordable housing, and experiencing poor health and wellbeing (Bessant, 2003) . Students living in poverty often felt unable to continue study or continue with the course of their preference. The research found that students who had paid work at a level that enabled them to live found their capacity to study was compromised by their employment commitments (Bessant, 2003) .
The Step Ahead research
Step Ahead is a youth foyer-type service operating in Melbourne, Australia since 2004. Recent research followed up 29 ex-residents to find out what their time at
Step Ahead meant to them, whether it made any difference in their lives, and how any differences were achieved (Author et al., 2011) . The researchers found that Step Ahead assisted young people by offering them suitable, affordable, and safe accommodation at a time when they were homeless and had no other good options. Furnished accommodation with subsidised rent, was provided either in collocated single occupancy apartments in the CBD or in predominantly dual occupancy properties in the inner suburbs. Without
Step Ahead, these young people were at risk of making the transition to chronic or street homelessness.
The research found that it was the combination of accommodation and support that enabled young people to pursue their education and employment. The support that made a difference included the flexible, individualised support provided by youth workers, in particular practical assistance such as provision of books and school uniforms, working on personal development, motivation, and supported referral to other services. Aftercare for up to six months following exit is an important feature of the program, although not used by all.
Step Ahead assisted the research participants to pursue their education. At the time of their research interviews, over 80% had completed year 12, and 37% had completed post-school qualifications, including some completion of university degrees. Nearly half were still studying at the time of the research, seven at university and four at TAFE, and four more had plans to commence or recommence post-school education in the near future. The majority of participants advanced their education in the program, and most successfully continued study after they left. However, they struggled to complete their studies within the usually-expected time frames. Support from the Step Ahead program and its workers assisted the participants to overcome the many obstacles they faced. Despite often strong commitment to achieve educationally, young people were faced with structural as well as individual barriers. Without family support, young people's ability to study was hampered by the need to be financially independent, often requiring them to work and study simultaneously (Bessant, 2003) . Difficulty securing stable housing had often interrupted study pre-Step Ahead, and also compromised successful educational engagement post-Step Ahead. Nevertheless, some study participants achieved extraordinary outcomes, and most can be described as protected against future homelessness (Author et al., 2011 ).
The
Step Ahead research indicates that foyer-type services can assist young people who have experienced homelessness to continue their education including completing university degrees. For this article, we extracted the data in relation to the
Step Ahead research participants who had some engagement with university, in order to shed some light on their experiences.
Methodology
The research took an overall interpretivist critical approach: interpretivist because it focussed on the experiences of the young participants, and what those experiences meant to them; critical because of the political intention of the research to contribute to making life better for a disadvantaged group, in this instance homeless young people.
Of the 63 young people who were ex-residents of
Step Ahead, 42 were contactable, and of these 29 agreed to participate in the research. A mixed methods multiple case study methodology was utilised. Semi-structured in-depth interviews focussed on how the young person experienced their time with
Step Ahead, and what it meant to them, which aspects of the service assisted them, and any suggestions they had for improvements in the service. A questionnaire was used to gather data about accommodation, employment, education and training, health, wellbeing and connection with community. Researchers reviewed the Step Ahead case file for each participant and recorded clients' background at time of entry, supports received, education, employment and training participation and completion, and their situation at time of exit. Data from all sources was combined to create a case study for each participant (as described by Yin 2009). Cross-case quantitative and qualitative analysis was completed (see Author et al., 2011) .
The researchers conducted further analysis in relation to the 11 young people who had ever attended university, and this further analysis is reported here. We were looking in particular for anything that could shed light on the commonalities and the diversity of these young people's engagement with university study.
Findings
This section gives details in relation to the 11 young people who had some involvement with university. As with the broader group of ex-residents of Step Ahead, some were Australian born and some were born overseas, and there was a mixture of young men and young women. Following the details about the group as a whole, we present four vignettes, chosen because they include young people with a range of characteristics and experiences, reflecting the diversity of the sample, and because their experiences illustrate, in context, the themes that are identified in the discussion that follows.
Of the 29 participants in the Step Ahead research, eleven attended university at some stage before, during, or after their time at Step Ahead. They began and concluded their studies at various points in time, as detailed in Table 1 . 
Sample characteristics
Some of the data reported here was gathered from case files, and not all of these files contained exactly the same information. Thus, the number (n) is different for different variables, depending on whether the data was available for all of the individuals. Six of the 11 young people were female and five were male. Their average age of becoming homeless (n=9) was 17 years and eight months, and the average time spent homeless before entering
Step Ahead (n=9) was two years and four months. The average time they spent living in
Step Ahead accommodation (n=11) was 21 months. The average age of participants at the time of interview (n=11) was 23 years, with an average time since exiting program accommodation of 2.7 years. At the time of interview, nine of the eleven were current students and two were not. Seven were at university and two who had previously been at university were now at TAFE. Seven of the young people were employed at the time (one full time, four part time, and one casual) and all but one of these were studying as well. Only one participant was neither working nor studying at the time of interview, and she was planning to return to university in the following year. Figure 1 (n=11) shows the distribution of educational attainment for this group of young people at three points in time -at their point of entry to Step Ahead, their point of exit, and at the time of their interviews for this research. As this figure and the details above show, participation in university education, rather than completion, was the norm for this group.
Vignettes
Ayub Ayub was 23 years old when he left his family in Pakistan to study in Melbourne, but soon lost contact with them, due, he believes, to their homophobia. He became homeless after leaving a share house where other residents bullied him. He was enrolled at TAFE in an IT diploma but changed to a building diploma, however homelessness interrupted his study. After three years without secure accommodation, Ayub's case files record that he was suffering from PTSD, depression and anxiety. Ayub moved into Step Ahead accommodation aged 26. He re-engaged in his building diploma but poor mental health was making full time attendance difficult so he enrolled part time in a building degree. He experienced financial difficulties and was unable to buy shoes or bed clothes. He found part time employment as a kitchen hand and as a taxi driver but was unable to sustain the positions because of study commitments and poor mental health.
After two years with the program, Ayub's mental health was much improved. He moved into subsidised accommodation close to his university, but continued regular contact with his Step Ahead worker for another year. At the time of interview Ayub was doing well at university and living in community housing.
Tara

Tara entered
Step Ahead after exiting foster care, where she had been since age 13. She was 19 years old and completing her final weeks of year 12. In her application to the program, Tara's DHS worker described her as 'a remarkable young woman who would like to go to Uni next year'. After receiving assistance from Step Ahead to apply for a scholarship, Tara was successful in her application to university. During Tara's time at
Step Ahead, her contact with a family member became problematic, and after 6 months, she ceased attending university. Tara was eventually asked to leave Step Ahead for a period of time. She moved into residential substance rehabilitation for a number of weeks. Upon her return to Step Ahead, Tara stopped attending the rehabilitation program, began drinking again, and failed to follow through on employment commitments. She was asked to leave Step Ahead and moved into a crisis refuge 14 months after entering Step Ahead.
At the time of interview, ten months after she left Step Ahead, Tara was living in another supported accommodation program, which she found highly suitable. She was not engaged in employment or studies at the time of interview, but with support intended to re-enter university in the following year.
Nosrat
After her father died while she was in primary school, Nosrat's family migrated to Australia and left her in their native Iran. She joined them six years later, but became homeless at age 17 after bullying from her sisters. She was 19 years old and completing year 12 when she moved into Step Ahead accommodation. Nosrat stayed in touch with her family and sought assistance from her worker to improve their relationships. While in the program Nosrat was highly motivated in her studies although prone to anxiety and insomnia. She worked regularly at a supermarket and restaurant.
Disappointed with her Year 12 marks, Nosrat was able to negotiate entry into her preferred university course with assistance from her worker. Nosrat moved out of the Step Ahead program after having been there a little over a year. Although Nosrat failed her first year of university, she went on to graduate in Information Technology.
Nosrat now lives with her mother in a small unit and studies education, her second degree. She goes to the gym regularly and keeps in touch with a few close friends.
Vanida
Vanida left her parents' house in northern Victoria when she was 15 years old. She moved to Melbourne to live with her boyfriend and continued her education. After fifteen months, Vanida found that her lifestyle was interfering with study. She was referred to
Step Ahead through her school, and moved into the residence aged 16, while studying year 10.
During her first year with the program, Vanida led a 'party lifestyle' and was cautioned a number of times regarding her drug use and giving her keys to friends. She eventually found work at a fast food chain, completed year 10, and during her year 11 studies, disassociated from 'partying' peers and became more studious, accessing additional tutoring through Step Ahead. After nearly two and a half years with the program, aged 19, Vanida moved into a community housing property while still at high school. She went on to complete Year 12 and begin her tertiary studies.
Vanida now works part time and studies at university. She is 22 years old and has lived alone for three years in a community housing property.
Themes
Stable, safe accommodation and support At their time of entry into Step Ahead, all of the young people were provided with safe, stable accommodation at a time when they had no other good options. For most, this meant the difference between progressing their studies or becoming disengaged. The importance of stable accommodation as a platform for other achievements is well recognized (for example, Mallett et al., 2010) . Ayub describes what it was like to be without accommodation: Support to heal and improve health Some of the young people were acutely unwell during their time with Step Ahead and required significant time and support before they were in a position to study. According to Ayub and Sean, both of whom experienced mental illness, the development of a close and supportive relationship was central to their healing. Sean reported that despite all the assistance he had received at Step Ahead and in psychiatric care, it was moving in with and developing the relationship with his brother that had been the most important to his recovery, supporting the findings of other research regarding the unsuitability of foyer-type services for young people with serious mental ill health (Randolph & Wood 2005) .
At a basic level I needed to patch up relations with my brother. It was a turning point to get into a different house with someone that I cared about. (Sean)
Ayub, on the other hand, found that developing a relationship with his Step Ahead worker was most beneficial.
I have like mental problem, it keeps coming and going always and I always need somebody who really supportive that I could talk to. My worker was really understanding, very helpful. She helped me about education matters, about employment, different issues... (Ayub)
While Nosrat did not suffer major psychiatric problems, she was prone to anxiety and insomnia during her time at Step Ahead. She found that the opportunity to relate to other young people with similar experiences had been helpful.
One of the residents, we kind of had a lot in common and I felt like we could talk and she was going through a similar situation. The staff were really helpful, just the fact that we could talk to each other and we could just be ourselves. (Nosrat) While each story of connection is unique, the development of trusting and supportive relationships emerged as an important source of healing and stability for participants as they recovered from a period of homelessness.
Relief from other pressures
The 11 young people included three high achieving students (Giles, Nosrat and Shahla).
Step Ahead gave them the opportunity to keep pace with their peers and not be distracted and damaged by prolonged homelessness, important factors in exiting homelessness (Johnson et all, 2008) . For these three, education was not delayed. Giles, Nosrat and Shahla were highly committed and engaged with their studies. Despite ongoing conflict with their families, they remained in touch and received some ongoing support; a factor commonly associated with better outcomes (Mallett et al. 2010 ). These young people are likely to have been delayed and distracted by their lack of accommodation, living skills, income and support without the assistance of a service like Step Ahead.
Giles described what the move to
Step Ahead meant for him at the time: 
Nosrat found that being away from a difficult family environment improved her ability to study.
Not being in that situation anymore, not having to fight with my sisters, it was a lot easier. I could actually stay home and study whereas before I didn't want to go home, like if I did go home I couldn't do anything, just wanted to go to bed and sleep and not talk to anyone. (Nosrat)
Protection while maturing When young people spend time homeless, clear identification of aspirations and aptitudes can be delayed by the necessities of survival. Development of the maturity and discipline required to study can also be delayed. Even well supported young people can have a number of false starts before finding a pathway that works for them. This is a vulnerable time, and keeping young people safe from harm while they find their way is essential to enabling successful study in the future. Tara and Zichan both discontinued their studies before completion, but both are likely to return to study with a clearer vision for their future. Zichan spent 14 months couch surfing after his father was unable to accept his sexual orientation. During his 20 months at Step Ahead, Zichan was able to improve his mental health and complete Year 12 before moving to a regional city to study at a university. He described his subsequent journey as follows: It was nearly four years after leaving Step Ahead before Zichan felt ready to return to university, but the opportunity to clarify his aspirations and priorities has proven valuable. Vanida's story highlights a similar process of moving through stages of maturation before feeling ready to study. At the time of interview, three years after leaving Step Ahead, Vanida was studying a Bachelor of Arts at university and had some good friends there.
Time to develop language, skills, and resources
Around half of the participants in the overall sample, and five of the eleven who attended university, had English as a second language. With complex family histories and the cultural complexities of migration, these young people required time to develop their resources and acclimatise in Australia before university study became possible.
Retta was born in Ethiopia and entered Australia as an asylum seeker at 22 years of age. With no family in Australia, he stayed in a youth refuge for three months after arrival and, with limited English skills, found communication difficult. At the time of interview, Retta was continuing his studies and reported very good mental and emotional health. He had a girlfriend and was trying to make more connections within the local community.
Assistance to gain entry
Because of the multiple disruptions they had suffered, participants had typically achieved lower academic grades than they otherwise may have, limiting their access to preferred courses and institutions. Most universities have access and equity policies that take homelessness and associated forms of disadvantage into account, but participants typically lacked the information and skills to make use of these provisions. Vanida, Sean, Tara, Giles and Nosrat all reported receiving assistance from Step Ahead to apply for scholarships and gain access. For Nosrat, this made all the difference. Providing extra assistance and resources for young people exiting homelessness to access preferred tertiary options appears important to their success.
Pathways into stable housing
As Ayub explained above, successful study without stable housing is bordering on impossible. Fortunately for most participants, Step Ahead was a stepping stone to stable housing. Of the 11 participants who attended university at some stage, four exited Step Ahead into community housing, three moved into private rental, and one found public housing. Others found somewhat less stable accommodation, with two moving into supported or transitional accommodation and one moving back in with parents. Most participants received some assistance from Step Ahead to secure their new accommodation including assisted referrals, and received help to settle in once there. Some participants found the end of their tenure with Step Ahead de-stabilizing, stressful and disruptive to their studies. Participants tended to move properties once every year or so after their departure from Step Ahead, and finding suitable accommodation appeared an ongoing challenge, but no participant became primary, or street homeless. These young people's experiences indicate that the provision of supported housing until they graduate would support the gains made during their time with an intensive service such as Step Ahead.
Conclusion
Analysis of this small sample provides some insight into the difficulties young people managing university studies and homelessness face and the types of environments and responses that can make a difference. For the 11 young people who attended university in this study, stable, safe accommodation with support, assistance to heal and improve health, relief from other pressures such as family conflict, protection while maturing, time to develop English language proficiency, life skills, and resources, assistance to gain entry to a tertiary institution and the provision of pathways to stable housing were the factors that enabled them to make educational progress. A limitation of the assistance was the housing instability often experienced by participants following their exit from
Step Ahead.
The young people's stories illustrate the interplay of structure and agency. The structural disadvantages that led to homelessness were offset by their determination to pursue education and employment. Provision of supported accommodation and practical assistance provided a stable base for building an exit from homelessness. However, the young people's motivation and self discipline was sometimes fragile, and establishing supportive relationships with workers and peers provided much-needed encouragement to sustain the effort required to recover from setbacks. The research reported here provides some insights for both universities and the community-based services that support these young people towards sustainable exits from homelessness. More research with a broader sample is needed to gain greater insight into the needs of young people affected by homelessness as they enter and progress through tertiary education.
